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INTERVIEW 
A WOMAN O F  LETTERS: 
C A R M E  S E R R A L L O N G A  
CARME SERRALLONGA 
T0 DEFINE CARME SERRALLONGA WE ALMOST NEED TO CREATE A NEW FIGURE, 
NEW AT LEAST IN THE WORLD OF THE ROMANCE LANGUAGES. 1 MEAN THE 
"MAN OF LETTERS" WHICH THE NEW FEMINIST FERVOUR OF THE SECOND HALF 
OF THE CENTURY, "WOMEN'S LIB", HAS TAKEN GREAT CARE TO FEMINIZE 
("WOMAN OF LETTERS") AND BESTOW ON, FOR EXAMPLE, VIRGINIA WOOLF. 
BORN IN BARCELONA, IN THE DISTRICT OF SANT MARTÍ DE PROVENCALS, IN 
1909, CARME SERRALLONGA IS IN MY OPINION WHAT A WOMAN OF LETTERS IS 
AND SHOULD BE. 
CARME SERRALLONGA AND THE INTERVlEWER MARTA 
PESSARRODONA 
INTERVIEW 
r n the daughter of a rather un- lsual marriage: my mother was iineteen and my father twenty- 
one when they married. I was bom when 
my mother was twenty-two. Very early 
on, my father went off to do the Ameri- 
cas and my mother had to go back to live 
with her parents, who were fizzy-drink 
manufacturers. My father came back 
when I was seven and to me he was a 
stranger. I'd spent those years see- 
ing photographs of a good-looking, 
very young man, and suddenly I was 
faced with someone who was bald 
and much older. Anyway, my mother 
felt Z needed a fatherfigure and they 
took up family life once more. We 
lived for a time in Vilafranca del Pe- 
nedks, where my father worked as 
an accountant for a company ex- 
porting wine and nuts. 
But along came 1918, which not 
only meant the end of the Great 
War but also a flu epidemic, more 
like a plague, in the Penedes region 
too, like everywhere else. Her fa- 
ther died that year and mother and 
daughter went back to Barcelona. 
We therefore find the future woman 
of letters -who could already read 
when she went to the neighbour- 
hood school in Sant Martí de Pro- 
venqals- in a sort of feminist col- 
lective Ur (grandmother, mother, 
daughter), spoiled only by the fig- 
ure of a maternal uncle who, to 
put it mildly, we shall call eccen- 
tric. Then, at the age of ten, something 
appeared which is at the back of a lot of 
literary careers: an intestinal illness 
which for some time kept her confined 
to her bed, where she didn't stop read- 
ing. The family doctor, Dr Comes, re- 
commended study for this bookish little 
girl, something not very common at that 
time. 
There are literary, cultural and linguis- 
tic precedents in my family. My paternal 
uncle, a modest man, had lots of books 
and even cut the serials out of the news- 
M A R T A  P E S S A R R O D O N A  W R I T E R  
papers and bound them. My father spo- 
ke Italian, French and a bit of English, 
he was interested in photography, and 
what's more he bought me one of those 
toy theatres published by the printers 
Seix i Barral. Zt was Shakespeare's The 
Merchant of Venice, in Castilian, and I 
played with it over and over again. I ne- 
ver played with dolls, I just used them as 
an audience for the toy theatre, which 
daguer's L' Atlhntida. Chemistry was one 
subject I failed, while I got good marks 
in the arts subjects. 
Having got round al1 the family obsta- 
cles, she went to Barcelona University to 
study Literature, a course that included 
Philosophy, History, Hebrew, Greek, 
Latin, Arabic ... 
I had Jaume Serra Húnter as my 
philosophy teacher, as un interim 
teacher, until Joaquim Xirau ar- 
rived, who was an extraordinary 
teachel: What's more, his classes were 
like a show: they were vibrant, mag- 
nificent. We also had Sagald for 
Greek, a man whose colleagues 
wouldn't speak to him because dur- 
ing the dictatorship of Primo de Ri- 
vera he had refused to sign a peti- 
tion in favour of a group . of 
Catalans suffering reprisals. It was 
Sagald who, in un exam consisting 
of a translation of Plautus, where it 
said princeps", which al1 the oth- 
er students translated as "prince" 
and I translated as "the first", told 
me I had a feel for language. 
THE MAGlC FLUTE, OPERA BY W.A. MOZART TEXT BY 
E SCHIKANEDER TRANSLATED BY CARME SERRALLONGA. 
TEATRE tllURE COMPANY, 1984-85 SEASON, DIRECTED BY 
FABIA PUIGSERVER. 
served both for Shakespeare's play and 
for al1 sorts of performances. 
The neighbourhood school was followed 
by the Piarist nuns and seven years at the 
French School, not without the latent pa- 
ternal threat of what we might call a 
book-keeping career. Later, once the fa- 
ther figure had been snatched away by the 
flu, there was the threat of pharmaceuti- 
cal studies. 
Z didn't like maths at all. I only liked al- 
gebra. In the chemistry class I read Ver- 
In June 1932 she finished her uni- 
versity studies, which she completed 
with classes at the Estudis Univer- 
sitaris Catalans and Latin at the 
Bernat Metge Foundation, and in 
September of that year she was 
summoned by the legendary doctor 
Jaume Estalella to join the teaching 
team he was setting up: the no less leg- 
endary Institut Escola, provisionally lo- 
cated in Barcelona's Parc de la Ciutade- 
Ila. This emblematic institution of the 
Generalitat de Catalunya put a special 
emphasis on the formative aspects of its 
students' preparation, as well as on pure- 
ly informative aspects. 
Doctor Estalella was very possessive and 
he didn't like it at al1 when I told him Z 
wanted to take a doctorate, which in- 
volved spending a year in Madrid. He 
threatened that Z'd lose my job at the 
Institut Escola, but I felt that a training 
like mine was incomplete without a 
doctorate. 
In Madrid, Carme Serrallonga lived in no 
less legendary accommodation, the "Re- 
sidencia de Señoritas" at Lorca's and Da- 
lí's "Residencia de Estudiantes" in the 
calle Fortuny. Every day, a solitary Una- 
muno passed literally under her window, 
followed one step behind by a silent 
acolyte. 
Iparticularly remember the director; Ma- 
ría de Maeztu, and a lecturer who was 
later president of the government, Alcala 
Zamora. During my doctorate I also went 
to lectures by Tomas Navarro, the philol- 
ogist, Menéndez   id al, Claudio Sánchez 
Albornoz. Z also attended two talks, one 
by Madame Curie, un impressive woman 
with a delicate voice, and one by Paul 
Valéry, who had the bluest of eyes and 
delicate gestures. And also talks by Jor- 
ge Guillés and Pedro Salinas ... It was al1 
quite unforgettable. 
Back in Barcelona, she returned to the 
Institut Escola (an institution which now 
had three schools), this time in the dis- 
trict of Sarrih. And the Civil War, and 
that 1939 when the bells, in the words of 
the poet Carles Riba, no longer went 
barefoot, but pealed for General Franco. 
And very soon, another legend of Cata- 
lan society for which Carme Serrallonga 
has been beacon, Lighthouse-woman and 
guide: the Isabel de Villena School. 
It took us less than a week, once the war 
was over, to decide to set up the Isabel 
de Villena school, the Villena, as it was 
commonly called. My mother said she'd 
help me if she thought there was anyfu- 
ture in it. We teachers didn't get any pay; 
it was al1 we could do to pay the rent. 
For my part, when I left the Villena at six 
o'clock I gave a couple of private clas- 
ses, because it mude me sick not earning 
anything at all. The school very slowly 
began to prosper; more students en- 
rolled, new teachers joined -the others 
had gradually left for financia1 reasons. 
The return of exiles to Catalonia meant 
that some of the students had been 
brought up in exile, you might say, or, 
quite simply, were sons and daughters of 
returned emigrants. There came a time 
when half the students had scholarships, 
because their parents couldn't afford to 
pay, of course. 
(This adventure, setting up the Isabel de 
Villena school, reached its fiftieth birth- 
day some time ago and is still going 
strong. 1 trust it will outlive our inter- 
viewee and our pro tem intewiewer). 
The writer Maria Aurelia Capmany 
taught at the Villena. We didn't coincide 
at the Institut Escola, where I think she 
joined the year Z was doing my doctor- 
ate in Madrid. But it was friends of the 
Institut who introduced us. We became 
very good friends. I liked her determina- 
tion, because even now I'm pathologi- 
cally shy in front of people Z don't know 
very well, for example. Z cured myself of 
this shyness at the school, the Villena. 
Maria Aurelia taught in Badalona, at the 
Albéniz school, and she told me she'd 
like to work at the Villena. First she went 
to Badalona to teach in the morning, and 
in the afternoon to the Villena. We went 
out a lot together, we went to concerts, 
the theatre, the cinema ... Maria Aur2lia 
and I spoke endlessly about literature 
and about what it meant to write. 
The stage directions for a play would say, 
"enter the translator", and later would 
add, "enter the teacher of orthophony", 
which many of us laywomen would cal1 
"voice training". The scene opens, to 
continue in a theatrical vein, with the for- 
mation of the Adria Gual Dramatic As- 
sociation, founded by Ricard Salvat and 
Capmany, and which Carme Serrallonga 
herself joined on the second day. Perhaps 
this is why she's never wanted to give 
herself the title of founder, which many 
would say she deserves. But there's a 
Germanophile stage direction which 
should be recorded. 
~ u r i n g  my university years, I went three 
days a week to the Estudis Universitaris 
Catalans, which was run by the Znstitute 
of Catalan Studies. There we studied Cat- 
alan language and history. I was taught 
by Pompeu Fabra, and people at that 
time tended to study German, which ex- 
plains why Z also studied it at the Deuts- 
che Schule in Barcelona. Anyway, when 
we heard about the disasters of Hitler's 
Germany, I burned al1 my German books 
on the bonfire and decided Z didn't want 
to have anything to do with a race of bar- 
barians. Zn time, with the discovery that 
there were a lot of decent people in Ger- 
many who had been opposed to the bar- 
barities and who weren't necessarily 
Jews, amongst them writers, Z went back 
to German. I bought a grammar and 
started to translate a novel. Before long, 
though, Z tumed to the theatre, because 
the short dialogues mude it much easier 
for me. 
It was Ricard Salvat, in the days of the 
Adrid Gual Association, who said that as 
I knew German Z could finish translating 
Bertolt Brecht's The Good Person of 
Szechwan for him, which Z had already 
read, admired and started to translate. It 
was also Ricard who suggested that at the 
school I should take charge of what we ca- 
lled orthophony. He himself brought me a 
bookfrom Paris on speech training for ac- 
tors, which I adapted for my classes. 
Pknow, though, that as well as her work 
at the school, and later, in the AdriZi Gual 
Company, in close collaboration with 
Ricard Salvat that has lasted to this day, 
Carme Serrallonga has had intense rela- 
tions with other important names in the 
Catalan theatre, such as Josep Maria Flo- 
tats. 
Josep Maria happened to spend one sum- 
mer at the Villena, because he had failed 
Latin and Greek in his last year of bac- 
calaureate. He's a cousin of the painter 
Núria Picas, who's married to the writer 
Jordi Sarsanedas. It occurred to her that 
I might be able to help him pass. I gave 
him lessons in Greek which he flatly ig- 
nored and he didn't stop talking about 
his plans for the theatre, which were end- 
less. Z told him to leam the Greek arti- 
cles, which is what they asked when they 
wanted to let someone scrape through. 
Not even that. He refused because he 
didn't feel he needed it for what he want- 
ed to do in life. Of course, they failed 
him. And shortly afterwards he went ofS 
to Paris. The rest of the story's common 
knowledge. We stayed good friends, and 
since then, yes, Z've translated masses of 
plays for him as well and he often comes 
to visit me. 
There's one question 1 can't help asking: 
why is it that in a life so full of books 
and culture ("high" culture, 1 would say), 
you never felt the temptation to write? 
There was a period in my life when Z 
thought that a love of reading meant lit- 
erary ability and I wrote poems and kept 
a diary, too. Zput un end to these things 
when Z was eighteen and the whole lot 
ended up in thefire. Z also started a nov- 
el which, paradigmatically, it strikes me 
now, was called Dret i revés (Front and 
Back). I remember writing a poem that 
spoke of a lake and the clouds, the result 
of un outing to the Pyrenees, untilZ re- 
alised that someone or other had already 
done it and much better than me. Zt's the 
sume with the piano. Z've always enjoyed 
playing and Z still do, but for myself, 
without trying to be a virtuoso. It's one 
thing to be a good reader, or rather, a 
true lover of reading, and another to be 
a writer. Zt's probably a question of vo- 
cation, something I haven't got. 
Carme Serrallonga, who for years has 
been living in a top-floor flat in Sarria, 
close to the well-known Foix pastry 
shop, no longer responsible for running 
the Isabel de Villena school, the Villena, 
still teaches Latin to some students who 
have asked her to, and, above all, is still 
an untiring reader, also a translator and, 
more than anything, a student. Of Rus- 
sian now, which she loves, and now, with 
the little she knows, according to her, she 
can at least understand the spirit of the 
great Russian literature she's read in 
translation al1 her life. There's no doubt 
that Carme Serrallonga is one of those 
women of letters without whom this 
country, Catalonia, would be very dif- 
ferent. 
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